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Abstract 
In a media environment where political ads influence U.S. news coverage, does the press hold 
politicians accountable for their ad claims? Using semantic network analysis, four types of 
reporting styles distinguished the ad coverage of 18 sampled newspapers and online fact-
checkers from the 2008 presidential election. Horserace reporting characterized the largest 
group, while other models included partisan, he-said/she-said, and fact-checking. If educating the 
public about the accuracy of political ad claims is a goal of journalism, this study suggests that 
high-quality political ad watching following the fact-checking journalistic model did not 
predominate in the 2008 political ad coverage of newspapers. 
Keywords:  political advertising, fact-checking, journalism, network analysis 
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Developing a News Reporting Typology of Political Ads: A Network Analysis Approach to 
Newspaper and Fact-checker Coverage of the 2008 Presidential Election 
Throughout the 2008 presidential election, residents of the United States were varyingly 
exposed to political TV advertisements designed to persuade citizens to vote for or against the 
two major-party candidates: Republican John McCain and Democrat Barack Obama. Viewers 
heard claims about how each candidate would address the country’s healthcare system, social 
security and tax rates. They also heard claims about lipstick on a pig, the virtues and villainy of 
celebrities Britney Spears and Paris Hilton as well as McBush, McSame, and Joe the Plumber. 
Many of these ads were produced as a means to influence not just voters but media coverage as 
well, an increasingly common practice by 2008 (Jamieson, 2008; West, 2010). So even if the 
public was not directly exposed to these political ads, they probably read about them in a news 
report. But how, exactly, are newspapers covering these political ads? Are they just repeating the 
message of the ads, or are they investigating the veracity of the political claims? This study 
offers insight into the press coverage of political ads from the 2008 election using an 
advantageous approach for the discipline of communication: semantic network analysis.  
The aim of this article is to build upon theoretical and empirical understandings of 
political journalism in order to develop a typology of political ad reporting. The first section 
establishes an ongoing debate agitating the profession: as political ads increasingly drown out 
other sources of information for the public (Nichols & McChesney, 2013), should the goal of 
journalism be to provide descriptive reporting or educate the public? Theoretical understandings 
of reporting models are used to support a series of hypotheses examined in this study. The 
empirical section of the article describes a semantic network analysis that distinguishes different 
types of political ad reporting. The primary data are comprised of newspaper articles from the 
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2008 U.S. presidential election as well as articles from FactCheck.org and PolitiFact.com. The 
results indicate four distinct types of reporting that are present in political ad coverage. While 
horserace journalism characterized the largest group of newspapers, other reporting conventions 
included he-said/she-said, partisan and high-quality adwatch reporting. The article closes with a 
discussion of these findings, including their limitations, and with suggestions for future research. 
Importance of Political Advertising 
For much of the mid-20th century, the political science literature was dominated by the 
minimal effects theory of political communication (Campbell, Converse, Miller & Stokes, 1964; 
Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; Klapper, 1966; Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet, 1948). The prevailing 
insight was that political communication mattered, if at all, only around the margins. More 
recently, however, a growing list of scholars has emerged who contend that political 
communications, including advertising, can effectively influence the outcome of an election 
(Brader, 2006; Carsey, 2000; Huber & Arceneaux, 2007; Johnston, Hagen & Jamieson, 2004; 
Kenski, Hardy & Jamieson, 2010; Vavreck, 2009). At the same time has been the growing 
phenomenon of what is called “ad amplification”: unpaid media coverage of political ads that air 
minimally in a small media market or never actually air at all (Ridout & Smith, 2008). The more 
provocative ads can draw thousands of front-page news stories without their sponsor ever paying 
a dime in media costs (Iyengar, 2008). 
An anecdote of how campaigns have come to rely on political advertising is illustrative of 
the complexities facing political journalists. In reflecting upon the 2008 election, campaign 
strategists described the use of the press for the purposes of politics as “masterful” (Jamieson, 
2009, p. 130). Political consultants contended their efforts to influence the news cycle were 
necessitated by the press’ lack of focus on substantive campaign issues. For example, Nicole 
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Wallace, senior advisor for the McCain campaign, stated, “In this campaign, people in the 
battleground states had a conversation for 15 months about how crappy the economy was. [By 
contrast] the national media only talked about it for the last six weeks” (p. 145). Anita Dunn, 
chief communications officer of the Obama campaign, expressed a similar sentiment. She argued 
that the ads they were running for voters “weren’t covered because [the press didn’t consider 
them] interesting enough.” Instead, the campaign provided their “idiotic press ads” (p. 145). Ads 
were produced to drive news. “Print [interviews] does not drive news,” explained Dunn. 
“Internet drives cable; cable drives networks. If you want a story in the Post or the Times to drive 
news, you have to consciously make it a news driver. You produce an ad” (p. 141).1 Whatever 
the reasons behind producing political ads to drive news, it is concerning because news shapes 
the priorities and standards Americans use to elect public officials (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987). 
Furthermore, this issue draws attention to the normative role of the news media in covering the 
advertising associated with electoral politics and holding politicians accountable for their claims. 
Journalism, Politics and Political Advertising 
Economics are widely recognized as influencing why we have the type of journalism we 
do (Fowler & Ridout, 2009; Iyengar, Norpoth & Hahn, 2004; Patterson, 1994). The overtly 
partisan press of the nineteenth century was attributed to its dependence upon political parties for 
resources (Petrova, 2011). As technology and social changes made high-circulation newspapers 
possible and desirable, reporting took on an air of objective neutrality (Bennett, 2006; Schudson, 
1990). Journalists offered descriptive reports of what a candidate did or said and to whom 
without interpreting the subjective questions of why. However, as political party influence over 
electioneering waned and candidates assumed more of the burden of campaigning and thus 
cultivating their own image, journalistic interpretation of campaign strategy became more 
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pronounced. Today political reporting is dominated by a focus on the competition for strategic 
advantage between candidates. Referred to as “game schema” (Patterson, 1994, p. 57) or 
“horserace” reporting, it interprets for readers who is ahead, who is behind and why (Iyengar et 
al., 2004). Where journalists once used the candidates’ own words to drive political coverage, it 
has become subjugated to strategic (even synthetic) reporting to generate controversy in order to 
garner attention (Patterson, 1994). Furthermore, a focus on who is going to win an election 
allows journalists to avoid perceptions of ideological bias instead giving the impression of 
detached objectivity (Rosen, 2008). From this perspective, reporting conventions are linked to 
the commercial viability of news organizations. If this model of political journalism extends to 
reporting on political advertising, then one would expect the following characteristics to be 
semantically influential: 
H1: Articles on political advertising will be predominated by a game schema/horserace 
framework focusing on which candidate is ahead, which candidate is behind, and 
why. 
Also grounded within an economic theory of journalism is the model of he-said/she-said 
conflict reporting. This genre of reporting offers coverage of a public debate where opposing 
sides in an argument are the focus. No attempt is made by the reporter to analyze the accuracy of 
the competing claims. Readers are left to draw upon their own (in)experience to try and guess 
which side is correct (Rosen, 2009). The economic rationale for this model is that it takes little 
effort to describe opposing arguments. As political ads tend to be rife with negativity, a reporting 
emphasis on controversy or candidate disagreements tends to take little additional resources 
particularly because ads are often provided to the press upon release (Fowler & Ridout, 2009). 
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Based upon these arguments, and given the preponderance of political attack ads, one would 
expect the following type of coverage to be semantically distinguishable: 
H2: Political ad reporting will contain characteristics of he-said/she-said reporting 
where conflicting arguments are presented without analysis as to the accuracy of 
either side.   
A secondary debate brewing within journalism is the ability of the press to provide 
election coverage without effect from partisanship. While some academics have reported no 
relationship between the favorability of news reporting and editorial endorsements of candidates 
by newspapers (Dalton, Beck & Huckfeldt, 1998), others have reported the presence of hidden 
press bias that corresponds to more favorable assessments of candidates by voters (Kahn & 
Kenney, 2002). For the purpose of this paper, partisan reporting is distinguished by a focus on 
differences to maintain divisiveness. It covers a narrow range of viewpoints with one set of 
officials predominating coverage. A limited range of historical context on an issue is provided, 
and one group’s lifestyle or social agenda is favored or legitimized over another (Pollock & 
Whitney, 1997). Partisan reporting may reflect the ideology of the publisher or editor, but it may 
also be economically driven. Readers have been found to identify with newspapers having an 
ideological slant similar to their own (Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2010). Since it is unclear from a 
review of the literature how partisan reporting may emerge in political ad reporting, a research 
question rather than hypothesis is offered: 
RQ1: How do patterns of news reporting about political advertising correspond to 
ideology as designated by Gentzkow and Shapiro’s (2010) slant index?2  
Political Fact-checking 
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Beyond the economic rationale that drives reporting conventions is the other side of the 
normative debate surrounding the type of journalism the news media ought to be providing. 
Early on, Walter Lippmann (1922) argued that the press is supposed to make the unintelligible 
facts known to the masses so that informed decisions can be made. Lippmann’s perspective 
aligns with the social responsibility theory of the press suggesting there is an obligation to not 
just objectively report the facts, but also to place the facts within proper context (Siebert, 
Peterson & Shramm, 1956; Jamieson & Waldman, 2003). Exemplifying Lippmann’s vision, the 
fact-checking model of journalism was born out of concern that traditional reporting was no 
longer able or willing to hold political actors accountable for the veracity of their claims 
(Amazeen, 2012). 
FactCheck.org and PolitiFact.com are two organizations that emerged within the last 
decade, in 2003 and 2007, respectively, aspiring to the normative standard Lippmann (1922) 
established nearly a century ago: “independent, expert organization[s] for making the unseen 
facts intelligible to those who have to make the decisions” (p. 31). Both FactCheck and 
PolitiFact are Web-based media vehicles that investigate the accuracy of claims made by U.S. 
political candidates and officials - including claims contained in political ads. But not all 
reporting on political advertising is the same. While some press bureaus offer recurring articles 
that scrutinize the facts of political ads, such as The Washington Post’s “Fact Checker,” other 
newspapers simply describe the content of the ads without any scrutiny. A distinguishing 
characteristic of dedicated fact-checkers is that they focus on determining whether a claim is 
factually true rather than whether the reporter got the quote right. It is this practice of rendering 
judgment that opens fact-checkers up to accusations of bias. Furthermore, while traditional 
newsrooms strive to eliminate errors or falsehoods in their reporting, fact-checkers are 
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committed to publicizing claims they determine are inaccurate (Amazeen, 2013; Graves & 
Glaisyer, 2012). 
Scholarly research into journalism’s attempts at scrutinizing political advertising 
(sometimes called adwatching) has shown that the competitiveness of a race tends to be a key 
indicator in its prevalence with the most competitive races generating more adwatches (Fowler & 
Ridout, 2009; Graves & Glaisyer, 2012; Just et al., 1996; Kahn & Kenney, 2004; Kaid, Tedesco, 
McKinnon, 1996). The most common types of adwatches have been considered “low quality” 
because they focus primarily on campaign process and strategy rather than on the accuracy of ad 
claims (Bennett, 1997; Fowler & Ridout, 2009; Just et al., 1996; McKinnon, Kaid, Murphy, 
Acree, 1996). Based upon these principles of fact-checking journalism, one would expect the 
following: 
H3: Political adwatching that adheres to principles of fact-checking journalism will be 
semantically distinguishable from other types of political ad reporting. 
Despite the reported resurgence of media attention to political advertising, scholarly 
attention to adwatching has waned since the flurry of activity during the 1990s. With a few 
exceptions, there has been little research into the news media reporting of political advertising.3 
The present research examines the newspaper reports of political advertising to offer insight 
about how particular news organizations covered the television advertising produced by the two 
major-party candidates during the 2008 presidential election.   
Method 
To examine the newspaper articles, a two-step approach was utilized: computer-assisted, 
network-based text analysis employing centering resonance analysis (CRA) followed by 
qualitative textual analysis (Corman & Dooley, 2006).4 CRA is a method of semantic network 
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analysis allowing identification of noun and noun-phrases that create a structural pattern of 
coherence in a text. A particular value of semantic network analysis is that it measures the 
influence of word associations rather than relying upon simple frequency of words common in 
traditional content analysis. While influence is determined by the extent that words link to one 
another, even infrequently used words can still be contextually important (Dooley & Corman, 
2002). For example, the disappearance of a key word can cause the meaning of a sentence to 
disintegrate because associations of its other elements no longer exist. CRA establishes the most 
influential words based upon their betweenness centrality in a textual network and from this 
creates a graphic representation of the underlying ideas in the text. These centrality scores can 
also be used for cluster analysis to determine which texts use words in similar ways (Murphy, 
2010). 
Another value of CRA lies in its preservation of context. Unlike the reductionist approach 
of traditional content analysis, semantic analysis is not based upon fixed definitional codes 
determined before reading a text. Instead, semantic network analysis offers a holistic approach to 
text analysis by considering all the words in a text (see Corman, Kuhn, McPhee, Dooley, 2002).5 
Centering theory and mathematical procedures drawing from network analysis dictate the 
decision rules determining the most influential word associations. Like other quantitative 
approaches, the output does require human interpretation informed by a priori reasoning 
(Murphy, 2010). Thus, rather than an inductive approach where one would code stories for the 
frequency with which particular words appear associated with different models of ad reporting, 
the present method employs a deductive approach in an interactive process while (re)reading the 
texts. In other words, the results of the CRA are interpreted based upon qualitative textual 
analysis. 
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Because this study sought to understand how newspapers report on political advertising, 
each newspaper’s entire coverage of political advertising was assigned as the unit of analysis. 
From an external validity standpoint, readers purchase specific newspapers rather than a genre of 
newspaper articles. Using the centrality measures of each publication, a cluster analysis grouped 
together the newspapers having similar semantic styles. While the resulting clusters are mutually 
exclusive, this does not mean that a newspaper had an exclusive reporting style. It simply means 
that if other reporting styles were present, they were not as influential as the reporting style that 
predominated. 
Daily newspapers were chosen for this analysis because of their historical propensity to 
serve as partisan vehicles and their potential for variety in reporting style based upon the 
communities they serve (Dalton et al., 1998). Furthermore, nearly half of all adults (48%) report 
reading a daily newspaper and nearly two-thirds report reading news at least several times a 
week making this form of media coverage relevant (“Daily Newspaper,” 2007; Gentzkow & 
Shapiro, 2010). The political science literature indicates that political advertising is not national 
and is not random but rather is specifically targeted to battleground states (Huang & Shaw, 1999; 
Shaw, 1999). Thus, this study examines newspapers from specific communities in the 2008 
battleground states. 
The time frame of analysis was during the 2008 general election period between the dates 
of June 7, (the date Hillary Clinton conceded the Democratic nomination to Obama) and 
November 3. Many previous adwatch studies examined a shorter time period – between Labor 
Day and Election Day (Bennett, 1997; McKinnon et al., 1996; Richardson, 1998; Tedesco, 
McKinnon & Kaid, 1996; West, 1994). However, the political science literature suggests that 
races become more competitive and generally more negative as Election Day approaches 
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(Campbell, 2008; Goldstein & Freedman, 2002). Therefore, to avoid overlooking news coverage 
of political ads that might be less negative, this study incorporated a broader time span for 
analysis as suggested by Goldstein and Freedman (2002). 
Sample 
Since 2008 ad spending was concentrated in select, hard-fought battleground states 
(Huang & Shaw, 1999), a purposeful sample was collected accounting for states that had the 
largest amount of ad spending (in terms of GRPs).6 Among the battlegrounds selected were Ohio 
(the state with the most relative ad spending), Virginia, Florida, Iowa (one of few battlegrounds 
where McCain outspent Obama but lost anyway), and Missouri (McCain won this battleground; 
Obama won the others). The selected newspapers all had readership circulations greater than 
50,000. Newspapers from battleground states included The Cincinnati Enquirer, The Plain 
Dealer (Cleveland), Richmond Times-Dispatch, The Tampa Tribune, The Des Moines Register, 
The Gazette (Cedar Rapids-Marion, Iowa), and the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. In addition, the 
“recognized elite press” (Dalton et al., 1998, p. 114) was included: The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, and Los Angeles Times. One newspaper from each candidate’s home state was 
also incorporated including The Chicago Tribune and The Arizona Republic. To balance out the 
number of newspapers endorsing each candidate and for comparative purposes, The Washington 
Times and The New York Post were also added to the study. To add to the two fact-checking 
organizations in the sample that do not endorse candidates, FactCheck.org and PolitiFact.com, 
two nationally oriented newspapers that do not endorse candidates were included: The Christian 
Science Monitor and USA Today. In all, 18 news organizations were included in the sample; 
seven endorsed Obama, seven endorsed McCain, and four did not provide an endorsement. 
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Newspaper stories from the 2008 presidential election were selected following criteria 
similar to Bennett (1997). An article was included if it mentioned a political English-language 
television ad that aired about either McCain or Obama. Additionally, the article must have met at 
least one of the following criteria: 1) used an excerpt from an ad, 2) paraphrased an ad, or 3) 
summarized the content of an ad. In essence, this purposive sample captures all articles about 
political ads for McCain or Obama excluding those with only passing references. Editorials, 
commentaries, op-eds and letters to the editor were omitted since these are not intended to be 
neutral. The primary search engine utilized for data collection was LexisNexis. If a target 
newspaper was unavailable in this database, the Access World News database was utilized. The 
third database consulted was ProQuest Newsstand. Keyword search terms included 
“advertising,” “advertisement(s),” “ad(s),” “commercial(s),” “spot(s),” “campaign,” “Obama,” 
and “McCain” yielding a total of 858 articles. 
Results 
This study sought to answer how the press reported on the political ads from the 2008 
presidential election by identifying the journalistic models that were most influential. Four 
clusters of news organizations emerged in this analysis, each distinguishing a different type of 
political ad reporting that was dominant in that grouping (see Table 1). 
H1 predicted that political ad reporting would be predominated by horserace reporting. 
Indeed, the Game Schema cluster supports this hypothesis. This cluster had the highest within-
cluster resonance (.140), meaning these newspapers had the greatest similarity in their reporting 
style within this sample of articles. Furthermore, it was the largest cluster with the most articles 
across the broadest array of newspapers: The New York Times, The Washington Post, Los 
Angeles Times, The Washington Times, Chicago Tribune, USA Today, and The New York Post. 
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While this combination of newspapers may initially seem implausible, a look at the semantic 
network map begins to explain the grouping (see link to Figure 1 for a semantic map of words 
that most influence the contextual meaning of these articles).7 Although these articles were all 
about Obama and McCain’s ad campaigns, what also distinguished these articles is their focus on 
the horserace. For example, The New York Times encouraged readers to stay tuned because “the 
two presumptive presidential nominees are still searching for ways to connect with voters on the 
economy” (Healy & Seelye, 2008). The Washington Times explained why Alaska Governor 
Sarah Palin was selected as McCain’s running mate: “Her pick was aimed at attracting female 
voters” (Dinan, 2008). The words that are on the semantic map are the actors in the horserace:  
the Democrats, the Republicans and the voters. The articles made reference to party-specific 
competitors, as in “the Republican rival,” or “the Republican nominee,” or “the Arizona 
Republican,” or “the Republican presidential candidate” rather than “Senator McCain.” This 
pattern also held true with references to the Democratic candidates. 
Absent from the semantic map are all the staid policy-related words such as “tax,” “plan,” 
or “bill” which lack newsworthiness once they have been established. As Iyengar and his 
colleagues (2004, p. 159) observed, “analysis of the candidates’ competing policy visions is stale 
and repetitive.” Hence, it is not coincidental that six of the seven publications in this cluster had 
the largest circulations in the overall sample for this study. The horserace-reporting style is, 
indeed, a marketplace-driven phenomenon. 
Other influential words in the Game Schema cluster relate directly to the keywords used 
in the article search parameters. Thus, the articles are framed within the realm of politics as they 
relate to the candidate ads. For instance, contextualization of the individuals mentioned in the 
articles indicates the influence of the word “former.” Similarly, “state” either contextualized how 
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different states in the union related to a claim or were used as part of an individual’s title, such as 
“State Attorney General.” The influence of “new” and “American” are additional indicators of 
marketplace pressures. These publications strive to scoop their competitors at getting information 
to readers first. Thus, “new” designates the propensity of these publications to emphasize the 
originality of their information. “American” specifies not only a nationalistic overtone to the 
judges of the horserace but also journalistic sourcing conventions. Many of the sourced 
references originated from political action committees, institutes, and organizations with names 
such as the American Benefits Council or the American Issues Project. 
 H2 predicted that political ad reporting would contain characteristics of he-said/she-said 
reporting. This is supported by the Conflict Reporting cluster, which is comprised of the Des 
Moines Register, St. Louis Post-Dispatch, and The Gazette (from the Cedar Rapids-Marion 
region of Iowa). As indicated by the within-cluster resonance score of .061, the word similarities 
of the three papers within this cluster are not as strong as some of the other clusters (see Table 1). 
However, this cluster has the highest group influence, or focus score, at .278 suggesting a CRA 
network that is more centralized than the other clusters. What this means is that despite fewer 
word similarities, these articles are more coherent and focused relative to the other clusters.   
While aspects of horserace reporting are still present in the Conflict Reporting cluster, as 
indicated by the high influence of the words “Republican,” “Democrat,” and “voter,” the focus 
of these articles is highly influenced by how the campaign ads relate locally to readers in 
Missouri and Iowa – the two states where these newspapers are published (see link to Figure 2). 
The amount of scrutiny given to the claims in the television ads varied widely. Although 
seemingly substantive influence words such as “tax” and “energy” suggest close scrutiny of ad 
claims, they were instead part of a larger corpus of campaign discourse. Frequently the ads were 
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summarized with little, if any, analysis of the message. Nonetheless, a conflict-oriented style of 
reporting characterizes this cluster offering oppositional, he-said/she-said views in reaction to an 
ad’s release. For example, in an article about Obama’s 30-minute television ad, the Post-
Dispatch summarized the ad as “blend[ing] the views of Obama as well as statements of 
Americans discussing their economic and health care troubles” (Glover & Espo, 2008). This 
summary was then followed up by McCain’s response, “He’s got a few things he wants to sell 
you: he’s offering government-run health care…an energy plan guaranteed to work without 
drilling…and an automatic wealth spreader that folds neatly and fits under any bed.” Similarly, 
in an article referring to McCain’s “Celebrity” ad,8 The Gazette summarized the ad’s message 
and offered clarification about the intended meaning of the ad from the McCain campaign, yet 
also offered a response from the Obama campaign (Lynch, 2008).  
Apart from contrasting the views of the candidates, this cluster offered perspectives about 
how various groups perceived the candidates or affected the campaign usually as a function to 
generate conflict. Thus, the presence of “veteran” on the semantic map is indicative of how the 
Swift Boat Veterans’ group, for example, influenced the campaign.9 The word “president” is 
influential for two reasons: first, as a reference to the office to which the candidates aspired, and 
second, as a sourcing convention when referring to, for example, the President of the American 
Issues Project. “Biden” also shows up as a prominent concept in this cluster in juxtaposition to 
Obama. According to one report, he made a lasting, favorable impression in Iowa during his 
presidential run 20 years ago. Another report contends, “Biden, who is Irish Catholic, has 
typically run well among white men, a group where Obama trails McCain…” (Beaumont, 2008). 
In essence, Biden, in these examples, is the antithesis to Obama…an experienced, Irish-Catholic 
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who white men like. Thus, groups or individuals who may bring controversy or challenge to the 
campaign are influential in this cluster. 
While the Conflict Reporting cluster tended to offer opposing perspectives, the reports 
were not necessarily balanced. Reports about the candidates’ advertisements in both The Des 
Moines Register and the St. Louis Post-Dispatch tended to favor Obama. However, bias was not 
perceptible in the articles from The Gazette.10 The perceived bias against McCain could be 
attributed to the argument that McCain produced more ads that were factually problematic. This 
was, in fact, an argument made by the Post-Dispatch. After debunking a series of McCain ads, 
the Post-Dispatch reported that the McCain campaign remained defiant about the criticisms of 
his campaign’s ad claims. While the Post-Dispatch did note that there were inaccuracies in 
Obama’s ad claims, it reported that the Obama campaign was “quicker to react to news accounts 
challenging his accuracy” (Babington, 2008). Interestingly, when noting an Obama ad about 
social security, which claimed that McCain wanted to privatize the program, the Post-Dispatch 
failed to debunk this claim even though other organizations did so. The Post-Dispatch did, 
however, offer a response from the McCain campaign that likened the ad to using “scare tactics.” 
The article seemed to legitimize Obama’s ad with the closing words: “McCain has said 
‘nothing’s off the table’ when it comes to social security” (Hefling, 2008).11 
A third cluster, labeled Partisan Reporting, is indicative of ideological reporting as 
addressed by RQ1. Newspapers grouped within this cluster include The Arizona Republic, the 
Richmond Times-Dispatch, the Christian Science Monitor, and The Tampa Tribune. What 
distinguishes this cluster from the others is the absence of policy-related words, such as taxes and 
energy, and the presence of “Virginia,” “Palin,” and “Hillary”12 (see link to Figure 3). The 
articles within this cluster generally did not scrutinize the candidate ads for their accuracy, but 
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rather used them to demonstrate broader narratives, often involving campaign strategy. 
“Virginia” was influential not only because it was the locale of the Times-Dispatch, but also 
because it was a stage – a battlefield - on which most of these publications repeatedly focused. 
While the Iowa and Missouri battlegrounds were influential in the previous cluster, much of the 
influence was driven by all three of the publications being based in those two states. In the 
Partisan Reporting cluster, however, only one of the four publications was based in Virginia. 
Reporting on what was happening in Virginia went beyond publication proximity; in this cluster, 
it signifies a focus on partisan politics. 
The reporting style of the newspapers in this cluster can be described as partisan: 
highlighting differences and maintaining divisiveness, exemplified by the valence (positive 
versus negative tone) given to “Palin” and “Hillary” (Pollock & Whitney, 1997). While it can be 
argued that the point of political reporting is to clarify differences between candidates so that 
voters can make an informed decision, in this cluster the information selected for reporting was 
frequently unfavorable toward Obama. For example, as illustrated on the semantic map, “Palin” 
is an influential node in the semantic structure of this cluster. References to Palin frequently 
appeared in association with ads linking Obama to William Ayers and her claims in the Times-
Dispatch that Obama was “palling around with terrorists” (“Obama Allies,” 2008). In an article 
entitled “Palin-Obama Comparisons Ramp Up: Move to Highlight Rookie Status, Experts Say,” 
The Tampa Tribune referred to a McCain ad that contrasted the qualifications of his opponent to 
his running mate, Palin, rather than himself. The Tribune reported: 
It may be a way of denigrating Obama by comparing him to the lower half of the GOP 
ticket. Or it may be a way of countering the historic nature of the candidacy of Obama, 
the first black, major-party presidential nominee. Palin is the first woman on a GOP ticket 
and would be the nation's first female vice president. “What they are saying is if you want 
to vote for history, now you have a choice,” said New York-based national political 
pollster John Zogby. (March & House, 2008, p. 6) 
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Buried within this rhetoric of historical choice, a seed of divisiveness was planted. In another 
example, The Christian Science Monitor referenced an ad the Obama campaign purportedly 
produced to challenge Palin’s image as a reformer. Without referring to the ad by name, or 
considering its claim that Palin was for the Bridge to Nowhere in Alaska before she was against 
it, this article used the ad to illustrate that the Obama campaign had been thrown off stride by the 
nomination of Palin (Feldman, 2008). 
Similarly, references to “Hillary” often signified an attempt by these publications to 
highlight the divisions in the Democratic Party remaining from the contentious primary 
campaign between Obama and Hillary Clinton rather than report on the efforts at unity the party 
was accomplishing. For example, there were multiple mentions of McCain’s ad about party-
defector Debra Bartoshevich, the former Hillary Clinton delegate who The Arizona Republic 
quoted as saying, “A lot of Democrats will vote McCain. It’s OK. Really!” (“McCain Ad,” 
2008). 
Finally, as further demonstration of the partisan nature of reporting in this cluster, it is 
worth mention that some articles did acknowledge that many reports were surfacing about the ad 
campaign having taken on a negative tone and that McCain had been guiltier of this strategy than 
Obama. However, these articles seemed to legitimize the practice. For example, The Arizona 
Republic repeatedly offered interviews with scholars and scientists who defended this tactic: 
“People often say that attack ads are ineffective and that they are turned off by them. Yet 
political campaigns use them all the time. The reason is because they work, said Joel 
Weinberger, a New York City-based neuroscience researcher” (Ryman, 2008). Similarly, in The 
Tampa Tribune, McCain’s use of ads such as “Celebrity” was legitimized. Even in an ad such as 
McCain’s “Troop Funding,” which the Tribune had disclosed as being evaluated as “false and 
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misleading by independent watchdog groups,” – the inaccuracy was not disclosed; it was glossed 
over with the conclusion that critics were making petty arguments about semantics (March, 
2008). A political scientist was offered to downplay the issue. Basically, in these articles ad 
accuracy was conflated with ad negativity. To be fair, some of the reports did address the 
facticity of some of the ad claims and in a balanced manner. But what draws this cluster of 
newspapers together is their tendency for partisan-style reporting. 
H3 postulated that principles of fact-checking journalism would be semantically 
distinguishable. In support of this hypothesis, a cluster of news organizations emerged that 
included (the expected) FactCheck.org and PolitiFact.com along with two newspapers from 
Ohio: the Cincinnati Enquirer and The Plain Dealer (from Cleveland). What links these news 
organizations is their almost exclusive focus on detailed analyses about many of the political ads 
from the campaign. Commonly, stories from these organizations provided a transcript of the ad 
along with a description of the video. They also provided either qualitative or quantitative 
analyses about the accuracy of the ad claims. For instance, FactCheck and the Cincinnati 
Enquirer both offered qualitative assessments of the ads. PolitiFact offered an ordered scale of 
accuracy assessments beginning with True followed by Mostly True, Half True, Barely True, 
False, and Pants on Fire: a ridiculously inaccurate claim. The Plain Dealer used a quantitative 0 
(misleading) – 10 (truthful) scale.   
The coherence of the articles in the AdWatchers cluster is clearly driven by a focus on the 
advertisements of “Obama” and “McCain” (see link to Figure 4). Within the confines of the 
“campaign,” the ad claims that received the most scrutiny were the ones evaluating the candidate 
“tax” claims. Ad claims were often scrutinized within specific time periods, as indicated by the 
influence of the word “year,” rather than in the abstract. Much of the scrutiny addressed either 
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how various companies would be affected by a particular claim or provided information about 
how a particular “company” was involved with a particular claim. For example, in evaluating 
claims about cap-and-trade programs, a FactCheck article explained that a “company” received 
credits for its carbon dioxide emissions (Miller, 2008). A Cincinnati Enquirer article evaluated a 
claim that McCain “helped pave the way for foreign-owned DHL to take over an American 
shipping company” (Korte, 2008). 
The influence of the word “Ohio” can be attributed to two of the publications in this 
cluster being published in that state. Thus, many articles mentioned how the claims related to 
Ohio. Evaluations frequently focused on the claimed “plans” of each candidate. The analyses 
often were retrospective in nature in order to investigate how various people related to candidate 
claims. The word “former” is a designation these AdWatchers used to contextualize the way 
claims were made about “plans” for the future related to people from the past. For example, the 
role of “former” lobbyists was often scrutinized to distinguish any potential influence on political 
claims that would result in plans that could benefit a former lobbyist’s industry. References to 
“state” offer the same contextualization as they did in the Game Schema cluster. Finally, the 
influence of the word “bill,” most frequently as in legislation but also as in an itemized statement 
of money owed, further demonstrates the substantive focus of these AdWatchers on verifying the 
accuracy of claims candidates made in their political ads. 
Discussion 
The results of this study suggest that political ad coverage can be semantically 
distinguished into styles consistent with political reporting more generally. However, given that 
political advertising is increasingly drowning out other sources of information for the public, the 
paucity of newspapers whose ad coverage is primarily characterized by high-quality political 
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adwatching following the fact-checking journalistic model is concerning. The empirical evidence 
offered here demonstrates that political ad reporting aligns with political reporting more broadly 
with its domination by horserace journalism. As predicted by H1 and consistent with the political 
science literature, a plurality of publications from this sample is characterized foremost by their 
horserace reporting style. According to Iyengar and his colleagues (2004, p. 157), this type of 
reporting predominates in the U.S. “at the expense of providing meaningful information about 
policy and governance.” This Game Schema cluster includes what many refer to as the elite 
press. For example, The Washington Post resides among this group despite the presence of its 
“Fact Checker.” However, even with the hundreds of political ads that were created during the 
2008 presidential election, the Fact Checker only critiqued nine ads – not enough to align it 
within the AdWatchers cluster (Amazeen, forthcoming).13 What defined the publications in the 
Game Schema cluster more than anything else was their focus on the political horserace. 
Another group of newspapers seemed to operate under the strategy of conflict-oriented 
reporting as predicted by H2. While this strategy may offer the appearance of balanced coverage, 
with the complexity of today’s political campaigning there may often be more than two sides to a 
story (Bennett, 2006; Patterson, 1994). Furthermore, in this cluster a subtle bias seemed to exist 
suggesting that under the guise of balanced coverage, the hidden bias that Kahn and Kenney 
(2002) warned about may lurk. Two of these newspapers, the Des Moines Register and the St. 
Louis Post-Dispatch, offered subtly biased reporting in favor of Obama and ultimately endorsed 
him. The third newspaper, The Gazette, did not report in a perceptibly biased manner and 
ultimately endorsed McCain. It is also noteworthy that, despite endorsing Obama, the Register is 
considered a conservative newspaper by the standard of Gentzkow and Shapiro’s (2010) 
ideological slant index (see Table 2). The Gazette also scores to the right of center based upon 
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the sample of newspapers in their study. Thus, this cluster suggests that ad-reporting style can be 
independent of ideology. 
The Partisan Reporting cluster provides further evidence of how the ideological 
disposition of a newspaper corresponds to its reporting of political ads as raised by RQ1. For 
example, the newspapers in this cluster tended to focus on differences and issues to maintain 
divisiveness. Reporting of candidate ads in this cluster was less about examining their accuracy 
and more about demonstrating broader narratives often involving campaign strategy. The ads 
these newspapers did include in their reporting either made their preferred candidate look good, 
the opponent look bad, or else served as an opening for contradictory evidence in their favored 
candidate’s defense. Consistent with the findings of Kahn and Kenney (2002), all of these 
newspapers favored McCain in their reporting and ultimately endorsed him. Thus, this cluster 
demonstrates how reporting about candidate advertising can be used to obscure rather than 
clarify the issues that voters will need to consider on Election Day. 
From a social responsibility perspective, the present study helps to identify the group of 
news organizations that offer high quality adwatch reporting by holding politicians accountable 
for their ad claims. Exemplified in the AdWatchers cluster, and as predicted by H3, this group 
demonstrates that both independent, web-based organizations, FactCheck.org and 
PolitiFact.com, along with two traditional Ohio newspapers, The Cincinnati Enquirer and The 
Plain Dealer, were capable of high-quality adwatching. Furthermore, by the standard of 
Gentzkow and Shapiro’s slant index (2010), the Enquirer is the most ideologically liberal paper 
in this study while The Plain Dealer is to the right of center. Thus, it is noteworthy that the two 
newspapers in this group are ideologically diverse. What is more interesting, however, is that the 
Enquirer endorsed McCain while The Plain Dealer endorsed Obama. This outcome suggests that 
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factors of endorsement and ideology can be independent from adwatching. While there was no 
correspondence between unbiased reporting and endorsements in the AdWatchers cluster, a 
relationship between bias and endorsements was evident in both the Partisan Reporting and 
Conflict Reporting clusters. The implication here is that the findings of Kahn and Kenney (2002) 
are perhaps conditional upon biased reporting. When news reporting is biased in favor of a 
candidate then an endorsement of that candidate is more likely. This finding also sets apart the 
four organizations in the AdWatchers cluster as epitomizing the social responsibility theory of 
the press. They exemplify the hallmarks akin to the normative standard stated by Lippmann: 
making the unseen facts intelligible without letting predispositions bias the reporting of 
information.   
Conclusion 
While a limitation of this study is that the selection of news stories may not necessarily 
constitute a sample generalizable to the entire U.S., it does signal that the “rampaging 
horseracism” noted by Iyengar and his colleagues (2004, p. 158) in the 2000 race continued in 
2008. Few newspapers in this study offered reporting containing the hallmarks of consistently 
holding politicians accountable for their ad claims. Whether this pattern holds true in downballot 
races or in future presidential elections is worthy of additional study. Furthermore, the focus of 
this study was primarily on newspapers. Perhaps the reporting from television news – the 
medium in which most political advertising appears – would show a different pattern since 
broadcasters are required to serve the public interest in order to maintain their license to operate. 
Other studies, however, suggest this is not the case (Amazeen, 2012; Karr, 2012). In 2012, for 
instance, the stupefying quantity of political advertising actually resulted in some broadcast news 
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stations cutting back on the duration of their newscasts in order to allow for airing more political 
advertising inventory (Nichols & McChesney, 2013). 
The CRA method is appropriate for distinguishing the most influential word associations 
characterizing reporting styles. However, it is not effective at quantifying the amount of each 
type of coverage. Thus, future research efforts should also incorporate methods more conducive 
to measuring the extent of the different types of ad reporting identified in this study. Particularly 
since this study confirms a grouping of newspapers/web-based orgs that can be semantically 
identified and labeled as “AdWatchers,” what, specifically, makes this so? This could be a 
potential future research effort wherein a traditional content analysis is utilized to ascertain the 
frequency with which certain aspects associated with fact-checking appear. For example, how 
often do the words “in fact” or “actually” appear in fact-checks? However, it may be that fact-
checking is less driven by semantics and more driven by content – i.e. addressing less attention-
getting topics such as tax-related details and other policy-oriented minutiae.  
For those wary of fact-checking out of concern that it may open a news organization up 
to accusations of bias, this study suggests that fact-checking can be independent of both 
ideological and endorsement issues. The two traditional newspapers in the AdWatching cluster 
offered ideologically divergent reporting yet endorsed the presidential candidate from the 
opposing party. Furthermore, recent experimental research has demonstrated that although fact-
checking can increase public perceptions of bias, it is more credible and more successful at 
correcting misinformation than the he-said/she-said model of reporting (Thorson, 2013). 
While it is encouraging that some contingent of newspapers did offer substantive 
consideration of the ads in 2008, as more political advertising saturates the airwaves in future 
elections, the public will be well served if more news organizations emulate the type of reporting 
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practiced by those in the AdWatchers cluster. For while the horserace may sell, what the public 
may want to know as readers does not necessarily align with what they need to know as 
informed citizens (Hamilton, 2011). 
  
  
 
27 
References 
Amazeen, M. A. (2012). Blind spots: Examining political advertising misinformation and how 
U.S. news media hold political actors accountable. Dissertation Abstracts International, 
74(02). Retrieved from http://gradworks.umi.com/35/39/3539244.html 
Amazeen, M. A. (2013, October). Making a difference: A critical assessment of fact-checking in 
2012. New America Foundation. Retrieved from 
http://mediapolicy.newamerica.net/publications/policy/making_a_difference_a_critical_asses
sment_of_fact_checking_in_2012  
Amazeen, M. A. (forthcoming). Checking the fact-checkers in 2008: Predicting political ad 
scrutiny and assessing consistency. Journal of Political Marketing. 
Babington, C. (2008, September 14). McCain camp is drawing fire over veracity: Even when 
statements are shown to be inaccurate, the campaign has stood by them. St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, p.A12. Retrieved from LexisNexis. 
Beaumont, T. (2008, August 24). Democrats who have known the Senator for years praise the 
decision. Des Moines Register, p. A12. Retrieved from ProQuest. 
Bennett, C. (1997). Assessing the impact of ad watches on the strategic decision-making process: 
A comparative analysis of ad watches in the 1992 and 1996 presidential elections. American 
Behavioral Scientist, 40(8), 1161-1173. 
Bennett, W. L. (2006). News: The politics of illusion. New York: Longman. 
Brader, T. (2006). Campaigning for hearts and minds: How emotional appeals in political ads 
work. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Campbell, A., Converse, P. E., Miller, W. E., & Stokes, D. E. (1964). The American voter: An 
abridgment. New York: John Wiley & Sons,. 
  
 
28 
Campbell, J. E. (2008). The American campaign: U.S. presidential campaigns and the national 
vote (2nd. ed.). College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press. 
Carsey, T. (2000). Campaign dynamics: The race for governor. Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press. 
Corman, S. & Dooley, K. (2006). Crawdad Text Analysis System. Chandler, AZ: Crawdad 
Technologies. 
Corman, S. R., Kuhn, T., McPhee, R. D. & Dooley, K. J. (2002). Studying complex discursive 
systems: Centering resonance analysis of communication. Human Communication Research, 
28(2), 157-206. 
Dalton, R. J., Beck, P. A. & Huckfeldt, R. (1998). Partisan cues and the media: Information 
flows in the 1992 presidential election. American Political Science Review, 92(1), 111-126. 
Dinan, S. (2008, September 3). Bush hands GOP to McCain; Lieberman, Thompson hit Obama 
credentials. The Washington Times, A01. Retrieved from LexisNexis. 
Dobbs, M. (2007). About The Fact Checker. The Washington Post. Retrieved December 13, 
2010 from http://blog.washingtonpost.com/fact-
checker/2007/09/about_the_fact_checker.html 
Dooley, K. J. & Corman, S. R. (2002). The dynamics of electronic media coverage. In B.S. 
Greenberg (Ed.), Communication and terrorism: Public and media responses to 9/11 (pp. 
121-135). Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press. 
Feldmann, L. (2008, September 12). Palin effect: Obama camp thrown off stride. The Christian 
Science Monitor, p. 25. Retrieved from LexisNexis. 
Fowler, E. F. & Ridout, T. N. (2009). Local television and newspaper coverage of political 
advertising. Political Communications 26, 119-136. 
  
 
29 
Gentzkow, M. & Shapiro, J. M. (2010). What drives media slant? Evidence from U.S. daily 
newspapers. Econometrica, 78(1), 35-71. 
Glover, M. & Espo, D. (2008, October 30). Price tag for Obama: $4 million prime-time 
television ad underscores his financial advantage in race against McCain. St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, A3. Retrieved from LexisNexis.  
Goldstein, K. & Freedman, P. (2002). Lessons learned: Campaign advertising in the 2000 
elections. Political Communication, 19, 5-28. 
Graves, L. & Glaisyer, T. (2012, February). The fact-checking universe in Spring 2012. New 
America Foundation. Retrieved from 
http://newamerica.net/sites/newamerica.net/files/policydocs/The_Fact-
checking_Universe_in_2012.pdf 
Hamilton, J. T. (2011). What’s the incentive to save journalism? In R. W. McChesney & V. 
Pickard (Eds.), Will the last reporter please turn out the lights: The collapse of journalism 
and what can be done to fix it (pp. 277-288). New York: New Press. 
Healy, P. & Seelye, K. Q. (2008, August 22). 2 rivals’ quest: Common touch.  The New York 
Times, Section A, Pg. 1.  Retrieved from LexisNexis. 
Hefling, K. (2008, October 6). Seniors keeping politically active: Older adults could be a 
decisive bloc in some of the battleground states. St. Louis Post-Dispatch, p. A13. Retrieved 
from LexisNexis. 
Huang, T. & Shaw, D. (2009). Beyond the battlegrounds? Electoral College strategies in the 
2008 election. Journal of Political Marketing, 8, 272-291. 
Huber, G. A. & Arceneaux, K. (2007). Identifying the persuasive effects of presidential 
advertising. American Journal of Political Science, 51(4), 957-977. 
  
 
30 
Iyengar, S. (2008, August 12). Election 2008: The advertising. WashingtonPost.com. Retrieved 
August 13, 2009, from http://pcl.stanford.edu/press/2008/wp-2008advertising.pdf 
Iyengar, S. & Kinder, D. R. (1987). News that matters: Television & American opinion. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 
Iyengar, S., Norpoth, H. & Hahn, K. S. (2004). Consumer demand for election news: The 
horserace sells. The Journal of Politics, 66(1), 157-175. 
Jamieson, K. H. (Ed.). (2009). Electing the president 2008: The insider’s view. Philadelphia:  
University of Pennsylvania Press. 
Jamieson, K. H. & Waldman, P. (2003). The press effect: Politicians, journalists, and the stories 
that shape the political world. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Johnston, R., Hagen, M. G., & Jamieson, K. H. (2004). The 2000 presidential election and the 
foundations of party politics. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Just, M. R., Crigler, A. N., Dean E. Alger, D. E., Cook, T. E., Kern, M. & West, D. M. (1996). 
Crosstalk: Citizens, candidates, and the media in a presidential campaign. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 
Kahn, K. F. & Kenney, P. J. (2002). The slant of the news: How editorial endorsements 
influence campaign coverage and citizens’ views of candidates. American Political Science 
Review, 96(2), 381-394. 
Kahn, K. F. & Kenney, P. J. (2004). No holds barred: Negativity in U.S. Senate campaigns. 
Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson/Prentice Hall. 
Kaid, L. L., Tedesco, J. C., & McKinnon, L. M. (1996). Presidential ads as nightly news: A 
content analysis of 1988 and 1992 televised adwatches. Broadcast & Electronic Media, 
40(3), 297-308. 
  
 
31 
Karr, T. (2012). Left in the dark: Local election coverage in the age of big money politics. 
Washington, DC: Free Press. 
Katz, E., Lazarsfeld, P. F., & Columbia University. (1955). Personal influence: The part played 
by people in the flow of mass communications. Glencoe, IL: The Free Press. 
Kenski, K., Hardy, B. W., & Jamieson, K. H. (2010). The Obama Victory: How Media, Money, 
and Messages Shaped the 2008 Election. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Klapper, J. T. (1966). The effects of mass communication. In B. Berelson & M. Janowitz (Eds.) 
Reader in public opinion and communication (2nd ed., pp. 473-486), Glencoe, IL: Free 
Press. 
Korte, G. (2008, August 17). Adwatch. Cincinnati Enquirer, p. B.2. Retrieved November 2, 
2010, from ProQuest Database: Gannett Newspapers All. (Document ID: 1698451471). 
Lazarsfeld, P. F., Berelson, B., & Gaudet, H. (1948). The people's choice: How the voter makes 
up his mind in a presidential election. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Lippmann, W. (1922). The world outside and the pictures in our heads. In Public opinion (pp. 3-
32). New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company. 
Lynch, J. Q. (2008, July 31). McCain attacks Obama 'celebrity.' The Gazette, 2B. Retrieved from 
Access World News. 
March, W. (2008, August 6). Negative ads get RNC leader's OK. The Tampa Tribune, p.9. 
Retrieved from LexisNexis. 
March, W. & House, B. (2008, September 5). Palin-Obama comparisons ramp up: Move to 
highlight rookie status, experts say. The Tampa Tribune, Nation/World, p.6. Retrieved from 
LexisNexis. 
  
 
32 
McCain ad features Clinton supporter. (2008, August 26). The Arizona Republic, p. A10. 
Retrieved from ProQuest. 
McKinnon, L. M., Kaid, L. L., Murphy, J. & Acree, C. K. (1996). Policing political ads: An 
analysis of five leading newspapers’ responses to 1992 political advertisements. Journalism 
& Mass Communication Quarterly, 73(1), 66-76. 
Miller, J. (2008, September 18). There he goes again. FactCheck.org. Retrieved December 8, 
2010 from http://www.factcheck.org/elections-2008/there_he_goes_again.html 
Murphy, P. (2010). The intractability of media reputation: Media coverage as a complex system 
in the case of Martha Stewart. Journal of Public Relations Research, 22(2), 209-237. 
Newspaper Association of America (2007). Daily newspaper readership trend. Retrieved 
December 9, 2010 from http://www.naa.org/docs/Research/Daily_National_Top50_1998-
2007.pdf 
Nichols, J. & McChesney, R. W. (2013). Dollarocracy: How the Money and Media Election 
Complex Is Destroying America. New York: Nation Books. 
Obama allies say GOP should back off attacks; Democrat's surrogates threaten to tie McCain to 
Keating scandal. (2008, October 6). Richmond Times-Dispatch, p.A4. Retrieved from 
LexisNexis database. 
Patterson, T. E. (1994). Out of order. New York: Vintage Books. 
Petrova, M. (2011). Newspapers and parties: How advertising revenues created an independent 
press. American Political Science Review, 105(4), 790-808. 
Pollock, J. C. & Whitney, L. M. (1997). Newspapers and racial/ethnic conflict: Comparing city 
demographics and nationwide reporting on the Crown Heights (Brooklyn, NY) incidents. The 
New Jersey Journal of Communication, 5(2), 127-149. 
  
 
33 
Richardson, G. W. (1998). Building a better ad watch: Talking patterns to the American voter. 
The International Journal of Press/Politics, 3(3), 76-95. 
Ridout, T. N. & Smith, G. R. (2008). Free advertising: How the media amplify campaign 
messages. Political Research Quarterly, 61(4), 598-608. 
Rosen, J. (2008, January 21). Why campaign coverage sucks: Horse-race journalism works for 
journalists and fails the public. Salon. Retrieved March 22, 2014 from 
http://www.salon.com/2008/01/21/campaign_coverage/   
Rosen, J. (2009, April 12). He-said, she-said journalism: Lame formula in the land of the active 
user. PressThink. Retrieved March 22, 2014 from 
http://archive.pressthink.org/2009/04/12/hesaid_shesaid.html 
Ryman, A. (2008, October 5). Tapping emotions to sway your vote. Arizona Republic, A1. 
Retrieved from ProQuest. 
Schudson, M. (1990). Origins of the ideal of objectivity in the professions: Studies in the history 
of American journalism and American law, 1830-1940. New York: Garland Publishing. 
Shaw, D. R. (1999). The methods behind the madness: Presidential electoral college strategies, 
1988-1996. The Journal of Politics, 61(4), 893-913. 
Siebert, F. S., Peterson, T. & Schramm, W. (1956). Four theories of the press. Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press. 
Tedesco, J. C., McKinnon, L. M. & Kaid, L. L. (1996). Advertising watchdogs: A content 
analysis of print and broadcast ad watches. International Journal of Press/Politics, 1(4), 76-
93. 
  
 
34 
Thorson, E. (2013). The consequences of misinformation and fact-checking for citizens, 
politicians, and the media.  Paper presented at the Midwest Political Science Association 
Annual conference, Chicago, IL. 
Vavreck, L. (2009). The message matters: The economy and presidential campaigns. Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press. 
West, D. M. (1994). Political advertising and news coverage in the 1992 California U.S. Senate 
campaigns. The Journal of Politics, 56(4), 1053-1075. 
West, D. M. (2010). Air wars: Television advertising in election campaigns, 1952-2008 (5th 
Edition). Washington, D.C.: CQPress. 
  
  
 
35 
Author Note 
A previous version of this paper was presented to the AEJMC Political Communication 
Interest Group at the 2011 Annual Conference in St. Louis, Missouri. I am grateful to Priscilla 
Murphy, Michael Maynard, John Lent, Matthew Lombard, Daniel Chomsky and anonymous 
reviewers for their helpful suggestions. The analysis and any errors herein are my responsibility 
alone. 
  
  
 
36 
Footnotes 
1 Emphasis added by author.   
2 In exploring the relationship between newspaper reporting and reader ideology, Gentzkow 
and Shapiro (2010) calculated a “slant index” that measures “the frequency with which 
newspapers use language that would tend to sway readers to the right or to the left on political 
issues” (p. 36).   
3 Exceptions include the work associated with Lucas Graves and Tom Glaisyer, Kathleen 
Hall Jamieson and her colleagues, Brendan Nyhan and Jason Reifler, as well as Travis Ridout 
and his colleagues.  Bruce Hardy, a colleague of Jamieson, indicates that rather than a lack of 
interest, it is the high cost associated with the necessary tracking studies that impacts the number 
of scholars able to pursue this type of research. (personal communication, April 4, 2011) 
4 Crawdad text analysis software was used to model texts as a network of words based upon 
computational linguistics.  
5 The centering approach concentrates on the noun and noun phrases that bring coherence to 
a text. CRA identifies the structural influence of these words through various centrality 
measures: degree centrality measures the number of other nodes to which a word is connected, 
closeness centrality indicates the number of steps on average that are required to reach other 
nodes, and betweenness centrality measures the degree to which resources in a network must 
flow through a node. Thus, in this analysis, CRA is used as a representational technique to 
investigate which words are most prominent in creating a structural pattern of coherence in the 
various news reports. According to Corman et al., (p. 189) “resonance” refers to the degree of 
“mutual relevance of two texts based on their CRA networks” – that is, the same words used in 
similar ways. Resonant texts suggest similar intended communicative thought patterns by their 
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authors. On this basis, this study compares the standardized word resonance scores for each 
newspaper/organization against all the others to determine the structural similarities and 
differences between the political ad reporting of each. Newspapers/organizations exhibiting 
resonance suggest similarities in covering concepts associated with political advertising. 
6 GRPs represent gross rating points: the estimated percent of potential audience reach 
multiplied by the frequency of airing an advertisement.  The utility of reported GRPs is to 
account for the imbalances in cost of air time by state.  For instance, a dollar spent on TV 
advertising in Pennsylvania does not afford the same number of viewers as it does in Colorado.  
The Philadelphia media market is certainly more expensive than anywhere in Colorado.  
Utilizing GRP figures account for the imbalance since it considers audience reach. 
7 Figure 1 illustrates a map of the semantic network for the Game Schema cluster. For each 
of the four semantic network maps generated in this study, the listed words are those that are 
most influential in the semantic structure of the articles. These words create coherence in the 
meaning of the texts by linking together the other terms. While all of the words in each 
illustration are highly influential, the words near the top of the map have greater influence than 
do those closer to the bottom. Dark boxes circumscribe the most influential words, the next most 
influential by light boxes. Words with lesser influence have no boxes. The lines represent 
associations between the words; the darker the line, the greater the association. Since a search 
requirement for the articles in this sample was reference to advertising for the campaigns of 
Obama and/or McCain, these words are, of course, commonly influential across all four clusters. 
8 The “Celebrity” ad was produced by the McCain campaign and received an extraordinary 
amount of ad amplification – unpaid media coverage – because of its provocativeness in 
comparing Obama to the celebrities Paris Hilton and Britney Spears. 
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9 The Swift Boat Veterans for Truth was a political 527 group opposed to the candidacy of 
Senator John Kerry (D-Massachusetts) during the 2004 presidential election. While this group 
was not active during the 2008 campaign, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch contextualized for readers 
how the Swift Boat Veterans affected election financing beyond 2004. 
10 It is worth reiterating that only four articles from The Gazette met the criteria used in 
gathering articles for this study. Therefore, while conclusions should be drawn cautiously, it also 
suggests that attention to political advertising was not a large part of this publication’s election 
reporting. 
11 As observed by an anonymous reviewer, these examples suggest some ad claims were 
scrutinized for their accuracy even among newspapers that did not cluster in the AdWatchers 
group. More often than not, however, ad reporting in this cluster was framed by a he-said/she-
said reporting model with little, if any, scrutiny of ad claim accuracy. 
12 It should be noted that references to Senator Hillary Clinton were recoded during data pre-
processing into the standardized form of “Hillary” rather than “Clinton” so as to distinguish her 
from references to her husband, former President Bill Clinton. Since Governor Sarah Palin’s 
husband was not a public figure, references to her were recoded into the convention of last name. 
13 The Fact Checker was in its nascent year of operation in 2008. As the enterprise of fact-
checking has developed, it has been able to scrutinize a greater volume of ads in subsequent 
years. 
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Table 1 
Political Ad Reporting Types Based Upon Cluster Analysis 
 
Cluster 
 
Cluster Resonance 
 
News Organization 
 
Nodes 
 
Density 
 
Focus 
Game  .139 Chicago Tribune 12977 .002 .157 
  Schema  Los Angeles Times    
  New York Post    
  The New York Times    
  USA Today    
  The Washington Post    
  The Washington Times    
      
AdWatchers .088 Cincinnati Enquirer 5279 .003 .196 
  FactCheck.org    
  The Plain Dealer    
  PolitiFact.com    
      
Conflict .061 The Des Moines Register 2490 .003 .278 
  Reporting  The Gazette (Iowa)    
  St. Louis Post-Dispatch    
      
Partisan .050 The Arizona Republic 3943 .003 .239 
  Reporting  The Christian Science Monitor    
  Richmond Times-Dispatch    
  The Tampa Tribune    
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Table 2 
Newspaper Ideological Slant Index 
 
SlantIndex 
The Washington Times 0.495 
The Des Moines Register 0.481 
The Arizona Republic 0.481 
Richmond Times-Dispatch 0.468 
St. Louis Post-Dispatch 0.465 
The Tampa Tribune 0.462 
The Gazette 0.455 
The Plain Dealer 0.442 
The Washington Post 0.434 
Los Angeles Times 0.433 
The New York Post 0.433 
The Christian Science Monitor 0.431 
The New York Times 0.427 
USA Today 0.421 
Chicago Tribune 0.413 
The Cincinnati Enquirer 0.412 
FactCheck.org 0 
PolitiFact.com 0 
  Sample Median Slant: 0.438 
  Gentzkow & Shapiro Median Slant: 0.476 
 
Note:  Data is based upon Gentzkow and Shapiro’s (2010) slant index.  Publications 
above the median slant are considered more ideologically conservative while below 
the median represents more liberal publications. 
 
